George T revelyan was not a scientific historian. Though he knew so much about the period when the Royal Society was founded, it could elect him a fellow as in those days it had elected Clarendon and Dryden. It was the poetical aspect of the past which appealed to him and as a freshman at Cambridge in 1893 he had boiled with rage when Seeley, the Regius Professor, told him that history was a science and had nothing to do with literature.
biographer of Macaulay and himself the son of a distinguished civil servant. His mother, Caroline, was the daughter of Robert Needham Philips, for many years Liberal member for Bury.
George's schooling was conventional, a small private school followed by Harrow when he was 13. He learnt rapidly at his private school, excelled in Latin and suffered for it when he went to Harrow and was regarded as a swot of the worst kind. He records that he was a complete muff at cricket and clumsy at football, but he stuck to his colours and refused to make any effort to conform to public opinion. At the General Election of 1892 he was the only boy in the School who openly said he was a Liberal.
He admits that he was socially a misfit at Harrow, though no doubt he was too formidable to take much harm. He was happiest in his last year, for he had gone up the school very fast, made friends and found two history masters of rare quality. They were Somervell, who took the Sixth in history, and taught Winston Churchill the mastery of English, and Townsend Warner, a recent arrival from the History School at Cambridge, who had Trevelyan as a private pupil and made him read Stubb's Constitutional History as an antidote to Gibbon and Macaulay.
In 1893, when George Trevelyan was 17, he followed the family tradition and entered Trinity College, Cambridge. His two brothers, Charles and Robert, had preceded him and Robert was still there when he went up. He says that Cambridge proved all and a great deal more than all that he had ever imagined, with friendship and freedom in fullest abundance. Though he was young and 'did and said many things which it made him hot to remember', he was capable of taking an impression and, though far from humble, he had a respect for his intellectual superiors.
The critical atmosphere for which Cambridge is celebrated was an astringent which served him well. His 'natural tendency to be hasty and superficial' could not have survived in the company he kept, for he spent much of his time with men of high powers of mind who were two or three years older than he was. They were ready to talk with him on history and literature but they were more interested in philosophy. Though he could only sit and listen while Bertrand Russell, G. E. Moore and Wedgwood tackled each other, he felt privileged to hear new schools of philosophy made and unmade and learnt to hold his tongue.
His greatest friends then were Ralph Wedgwood, Vaughan Williams and Maurice Amos and later Desmond McCarthy and Geoffrey Young, the mountaineer. Trevelyan excelled at walking and at running downhill rather than at climbing. He and Geoffrey Young did the walk from Trinity to Marble Arch in twelve and three-quarter hours and he could always enjoy himself on long solitary walks, in the Border country and in Italy or over the battlefields of Europe.
He won a Major Scholarship at the end of his first year at Trinity, but then read so hard for his Tripos that in his third year his health broke down, for the first and last time in his life. He was sent off alone on a trip to Madeira, dejected and 'feeling like one of Homer's ghosts, without flesh or substance'. On the voyage back the cloud lifted suddenly and he landed in the highest spirits, restored to the world he loved and ready to join an Easter reading party with his friends.
In the Tripos that summer he was one of the four in the First Class and two years later, in 1898, he won a Trinity Fellowship with a dissertation which he published next year under the title England in the age of Wycliffe.
Trevelyan left Cambridge for London in 1903, while he was preparing his second book England under the Stuarts. He did not much like the lecturing and teaching he had been doing and wanted to spend all his time writing. He could afford to do it and Henry Sidgwick had advised him that if he wanted to write books as his chief work in life he had better not stay too long in academic circles. He was attracted also by his contact with the Working M an's College in Great Ormond Street. He had taken some evening classes there and liked the men who came to them. 'They were not, in fact, all work ing men, but the name of the College helped to keep away snobs. ' In 1904 Trevelyan's England under the Stuarts was published and in the same year he married Janet Penrose, second daughter of M r and Mrs Humphrey Ward. They had three children, two boys and a girl, and were a devoted couple, both distinguished in their own right but with common ideals and interests. Their early happiness was broken by the death of their five-year-old elder son, Theodore Macaulay Trevelyan. He was a little boy of extraordinary promise and during his short life his father reached the full range of his powers as a writer.
His first book after his marriage was about poetry. In his time at Cambridge he had been specially attracted by the 'obscure magic' of George Mededith's poems; he had often been to visit Meredith at Box Hill and had discussed his ideas with his friend, Francis Cornford, the Platonist. The out come was the volume published in 1906 on The poetry and philosophy of George Meredith, followed in 1912 by a complete edition of the poems with explana tory notes.
But his marriage gave him a new theme for his historical interests. He was sent a copy of Garibaldi's memoirs as a wedding present and his imagination was fired by the story of the retreat from Rome-over the mountainous country where he had often gone on his solitary walks. Here was a subject for literary history and he began to write 'like one possessed and driven by a fierce imaginative excitement'. In little more than twelve months he had finished the first volume of Garibaldi's defence of the Roman Republic. The second volume, Garibaldi and the thousand, took longer and was published in 1909, and the last, Garibaldi and the making of Italy, in 1911. The trilogy estab lished his reputation: it was acclaimed by critical historians and it was literature of a high order.
He wrote two more books before the war of 1914, The life of John Bright and Lord Grey of the Reform Bill, and published a collection of essays in defence of literary history called Clio, a Muse. He was close on forty when the war began. It stopped his writing but he felt afterwards that it had done him good as an historian to be thrown into the active world which he had avoided. As his eyesight prevented him from joining the Army he went to the Italian front as Commandant of the British Red Cross Ambulance Unit, run mostly by Quakers. Trevelyan's chief concern was with liaison work with the Italian command: his two principal officers were his old friend Geoffrey Young, who was wounded near Gorizia and lost his leg, and Philip Noel Baker, afterwards a Cabinet Minister in the Labour Government and a winner of the Nobel Prize for Peace. In the Caporetto retreat the Unit lost half its ambulances but it ended in Trieste in 1918 after the finale of Vittorio Veneto.
He came back to start history again with the immense relief of feeling that the last total war had been fought. He had been freed from some party prejudices and from too easy an historical optimism though he could still feel that happy endings were possible. He wrote one more book on Italian history, Manin and the Venetian Republic of 1848, and then came back to the his tory of England, first with a textbook on British history in the nineteenth century and after (1922) and then with a larger project, a one-volume History of England which took him three years. It came out in 1926 and had an immediate success, second only to that of his English social history, 'because it treated so necessary a subject as the history of England at the length and to some extent in the manner which suited a large public, including schools and universities'.
A year later he was appointed Regius Professor of Modern History at Cam bridge and the Trevelyans moved from Berkhampstead, where they had been living, to a house at the corner of West Road, ten minutes' walk from Trinity. At the same time they took over a country house at Hallington, near Hexham, in Northumberland, which had been left to Trevelyan by a distant relative. They would go north every summer and he would shoot or walk the moors or help his friend Robert Carr Bosanquet, the antiquarian, to start new diggings outside the Roman fort of Borcovicium on ground which Trevelyan had bought for the National Trust. The house was not far from Wallington, which had been his father's country house and had passed, after his death, to George Trevelyan's elder brother Charles. It was within visiting distance of Fallodon, the home of Sir Edward (Viscount) Grey, whose life Trevelyan came to write in 1937, and it was visited every summer by many friends from Trinity and elsewhere. Hallington in fact became a summer home with an important influence on Trevelyan's life. It was only when he was left a widower with failing eyesight and strength that he found the long journey north beyond his powers.
Trevelyan was 52 when he became Regius Professor. His chair left him ample time for writing and he started what he considered the chief historical work of his life, the three volume history of England under Queen Anne. He had dreamed of telling the story of Queen Anne's reign ever since his Tripos in 1896. He had then studied the War of the Spanish Succession as a special subject, he would be taking up the tale where his great uncle's history had broken off and he was attracted by the dramatic unity and separateness of the period from 1702-1714, 'the series of dramatic changes of issue, like a five-act drama, leading up to the climax of the Trumpets proclaiming King George'. He tells us how much he enjoyed writing it, because 'in Anne's reign, it seemed to me, Britain attained to her modern place in the world, having settled her free constitution and composed by compromise and toleration the feuds that had torn her in Stuart times'.
The third and last volume was published in 1934: his next book was the life of Lord Grey of Fallodon, his Northumberland neighbour who had died in 1933. Trevelyan had an immense admiration for him and the book com bined a study of his diplomacy up to 1916 and an intimate picture of his friend 'in his grand simplicity the finest human being I ever came across'. , an historical sketch. Many Trinity men will cherish the vivid impression it gives of the author as well as of the subject which inspired him.
Trevelyan's autobiography ends with the war finished and the visit of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth to celebrate the fourth centenary of Henry V III's foundation. The final sentence is characteristic.
'I make no apology to the reader for having written so much about myself: I set out to do it and now it is done.' He remained Master of Trinity till 1951 when he had reached the final retiring age of 75. He was still vigorous but the last years at the Lodge were darkened by the slow failure of his wife's health, from a disorder which made standing and walking difficult and ultimately impossible. They had not spared themselves during the war years, for Janet had hungry undergraduates to feed at the Lodge and George had many visitors and acted as guide to the soldiers and airmen who came to see Trinity.
After his retirement they went back to live at their house in West Road for the greater part of each year, going north to Hallington for the summer months. But Trevelyan had one more book to write. In 1953 the College invited him to give the Clark Lectures on English Literature and to our great joy he accepted. He called his lectures A layman's love of letters and he dealt mainly with the poets he liked best. He recited passages that had moved him, from the Border Ballads, the Lays of ancient , from Byron, Shelley and Browning down to Meredith and Housman. One of the six lectures has the title 'The rights of history in fiction and poetry', and all of them show the aesthetic background of his historical writing. When the lectures were published they may have appealed more to the generation that formed its taste before the first war, but they were delivered to a packed and enthusiastic audience of all ages. They were the swan song of a scholar who loved poetry and was still an optimist at heart. He has revealed himself so honestly in his autobiography and in his Clark Lectures that there is little more to be said and no need to explain the great affection we felt for him. He said what he thought, but there was no malice or pretence about it. His letters were indeed scrawls. They conveyed his message and he took no pains to dress it up as literature. He says that he preferred conversation to correspondence as a method of human intercourse: when his interest was held his conversation was too good to miss but he did not feel the need to appear interested when he was not, though he was always a kindly host and would put himself out for a stranger. It was this endearing simplicity which compelled affection, but it did not prevent him from taking great pains when he wrote his books. He tells us that each paragraph was transcribed four times on the average before the typing stage. That was the work which made him famous as an historian, 'the only part of my activities and opinions which concern the public'.
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